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Mark 1-8

Getting Started:  Clip from Gladiator

This is the world into which Jesus came. This is the world in which Mark was written. What kind of hero is this … in Gladiator … in Mark?

Powerful, bigger than life, epic, yet willing to die for ideals. 

So in Mark, Jesus is a person of action. We hear about him teaching, but Mark shares very little teaching with us – why his gospel is shorter. On the other hand, Mark talks about Jesus’ great deeds, often showing Jesus as the mighty Son of God (especially when casting out demons) and yet warning folks not to tell anyone what had happened and what his identity is. This is called the Messianic Secret – Jesus won’t let others tell that he is the Son of God or the Christ (Messiah).

So now let’s introduce the Gospel of Mark

Overview:

“Jesus Christ the Servant Son of God” is the real theme of the Gospel. We meet Jesus Christ as the Son of God right off the bat in the Gospel in the first verse 1:1. However, the true identity of that term won’t be fully appreciated until we get to 15:39. These bookends, however, help us know the identity that Mark wants us to fully see in Jesus. In between these two statements of identity is Peter’s confession in Mark 8:27-33, where the identity of Messiah or Christ is rooted in 2 realities:

1. The Messiah must die. Of course death for the Messiah or Christ in Mark means the Cross. Peter’s rebuke of Jesus is based in something that involves the Cross, something they can’t even begin to imagine for the Messiah (1 Corinthians 1:18-25). Decent Greeks didn’t even use the word “cross” or stauraow in polite conversation, it was “a four letter word.” Only the scum of society would be crucified so a crucified Messiah didn’t make sense. In fact, it was something that seemed to be an abomination. (Deuteronomy 21:22-23)
2. Because Jesus’ identity as Messiah, or Christ, is tied to the Cross, calling him the Messiah only would confuse people and force him into a role he was unwilling to fulfill – a powerful military and political liberator of his people. Jesus will choose the role of the suffering servant (see Isaiah 53) as his definition of the Messiah. 
Written to Romans, or more specifically to Christians in Rome facing imminent persecution. So the Jesus we see in Mark is powerful and mighty, but is committed to go to the Cross to serve the people and pay the ransom for the sins of the people. (Mark 10:45; cf. Isaiah 53)

The basic outline is as follows:

Outline of Mark
God’s Servant Son, The Messiah

· Compassion & Collision chaps. 1-8
· Capsule: 5:40-41
· Bridge 1: 8:22-26 First Blind Man
· Call to Follow chaps. 9-10
· Capsule: 9:30-31
· Bridge 2: 10:46-52  Second Blind Man
· Cross as Goal chaps. 11-16
· Capsule: 15:39
Mark 9-16

For Mark, there are two crucial issues:

1. If Jesus is the Messiah and the Son of God, why do Christians suffer?
2. How are Christians supposed to live under the times of persecution and suffering.
Mark was written to inspire “faith under fire.” Early tradition said Mark was the Gospel the apostle Peter preached. The circumstances of the writing are probably the time period just before the great persecution in Rome and other parts of the empire during the last days of Caesar Nero – AD 60-65. 1 Peter 5:1-11 reflects those circumstances well. 

Mark helps those facing persecution understand Jesus as Son of God and Messiah by framing his Gospel in a message that Jesus is the Son of God – 1:1; 15:39. In addition, in the middle of the Gospel, in the central section we entitle “Call to Follow,” Jesus tells his closest followers 3 times that he will have to go to the Cross and die. Each of the statements (8:31; 9:30-32; 10:32-34) is more explicit and helps the emphasis of the central section crescendo the focal scripture (10:45 – “For I, the Son of Man, did not come to be served, but to serve and to give my life as a ransom for many.”) Mark wants to make clear that Jesus’ death was not an accident, but part of God’s plan for him as Messiah. Throughout this central section, Jesus calls his followers to be willing to take up their cross and follow him. (8:34-38) This may mean suffering for Him and their faith, but they (we today as well) must know that we mustn’t be ashamed of being identified with Christ and his teaching or he will be ashamed of us when he returns in glory. The way of glory is the way of the servant, the way of the Cross. However, the closest followers of Jesus don’t understand and Jesus has to repeatedly tell them that the path to greatness is centered in service and the way of the Cross. (9:33-37; 10:35-45)

In a world where people want their Christianity to insure that their life is good and God takes care of all of their problems, Mark’s Gospel is a powerful reminder that the way of Jesus is the way of the Cross. Just as Jesus had to face suffering and even death, they might have to do the same. The path to greatness isn’t about being powerful or important, it is about being a servant. If the only Jesus we see is the all powerful Christ, the one who does the great miracles of Mark 1-7, then we only partially see Jesus – see the first blind man story in 8:22-26 (cf. the followers difficulty with “seeing” or “understanding” about Jesus in 8:18).

Mark helps us understand this principle through the story of Jesus’ healings of two blind men that frame this center section of the Gospel. (8:22-26; 10:46-52) Our clue to this importance is suggested in the bizarre way the first blind man is healed. Jesus layed his hands on him and while he could see, the sight was not clear. “I see people, but they look like trees walking.”  This is the only miracle where Jesus’ healing isn’t instantaneous. Jesus places his hands on the man again, and this time he is fully healed. In the second story, Bartimaeus is healed instantly. In this way, Mark helps us see that if the only Jesus we know is “Miracle Max” – the mighty, powerful Jesus who does miracles and astonishing things – then we only partially see Jesus. Jesus is also the one who will go to the Cross and ask us to follow him in the way of sacrificial service. 

Jesus is the all-powerful Son of God who is crucified for us. (1:1; 10:45; 15:39; 16:6 cf. Isaiah 53) So throughout the Gospel, as the followers of Jesus see him do the great and mighty things he does, they are repeatedly told not to tell others. Jesus doesn’t want others to reveal his identity as Messiah and Son of God. (1:32-33; 5:43; 7:36-37) Jesus is always more powerful than the demons and the demons recognize that he is the Holy One of God or the Son of God, yet he orders them to be silent and casts them out. Jesus wants to reveal himself as Messiah and Son of God on his own terms – as the suffering servant who gives his life as a ransom. 
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